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A UNIQUE OPPORTUNITY 


Improved Fiscal Control Through Omnibus Appropriation Bill 


by Hon. CLARENCE CANNON, Chairman, Committee on Appropriations, 


U.S. House of Representatives 


| Oe THE FIRST TIME since the early days of the Republic, the Congress of the United States 
and the taxpaying public this year will be offered a unique opportunity to understand the 
entire financial program of the Federal Government. 


With the demands of a “cold war” falling upon a government whose fiscal situation is 
worse than ever before in its peacetime history — with Federal spending totalling almost 20 


per cent of the nation’s entire national product 
and exerting a tremendous influence on the 
operation of the national economy — with the 
war-created deficit at hitherto unbelievable 
heights — now more than ever it is necessary 
for the Congress to exercise its important 
“power of the purse” with care and wisdom. 


The opportunity that is being afforded this year 
for effective and intelligent fiscal management lies 
in the consolidated appropriation bill procedure, 
a technique that is new to the Congress although 
it has been tried and proven in France, England, 
Sweden, and other countries from the inception of 
parliamentary government. The objective of the 
new procedure is simple; instead of nine or more 
appropriation bills being considered individually 
over a period of six or more months, without re- 
lation to each other, to the total of appropriations, 
or to the total of government receipts from which 
the obligations must be met, the House Appropri- 
ations Committee will consolidate all appropri- 
ations into one omnibus bill and will report the 
consolidated bill to the House, together with an 
estimate of government receipts and expenditures 
for the fiscal year to which the appropriations 
apply. 


This simple technique is the culmination of 
many years of legislative efforts to keep pace with 
the increasingly large and complicated Federal 
fiscal structure. Starting in 1796, when a com- 
mittee on Ways and Means was first appointed in 
the House of Representatives, the need for effective 
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congressional fiscal control has become more 
apparent and more urgent as the size and scope 
of Federal programs has mushroomed through the 
years. In the last three decades particularly, the 
history of fiscal legislation has been marked by 
an insistent demand from the country, and by a 
consistent effort on the part of the Congress, to 
perfect a more efficient and effective system of 
handling the annual appropriation bills. 


In the years preceding 1920 the appropriating 
functions of Congress were exercised by many 
committees, which at various times reported 
appropriations with little or no relation to any 
definite centralized plan or system. For some years 
Congress worked intermittently but assiduously in 
an effort to devise a plan under which we could 
consolidate and coordinate the appropriation func- 
tions, thereby achieving a more scientific and 
economical handling of national finances. 


Finally, in 1921, Congress enacted the Budget 
and Accounting Act, under which for the first time 
we were able to segregate the funds for each de- 
partment and agency of the government in one 
place, in the same bill. It was a decided step 
forward. 


Need for Expenditure Ceiling 


However, it became immediately apparent that 
there was a further defect in the system in the 
lack of a ceiling or other means of correlating 
expenditure with revenues — of adjusting outgo to 
income. Many men in these intervening yearsy in- 
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- cluding Swagar Shirley, of Kentucky. John Fitz- 
gerald, of New York, and Martin B. Madden, of 
Illinois, with the able cooperation of talented 
career men like Mare Shield and John Pugh, have 
sought the philosophers’ stone in a correlated, 
consolidated budget submitted to the Congress 
simultaneously with authoritative estimates on the 
national income, but were thwarted largely by an 
obsolete and antiquated organization of the sub- 
committees, 


Eventually, after long study, the Congress passed 
the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946, in- 
cluding section 138, which provided for a legis- 
lative budget under which a joint committee of the 
two Houses was required to submit not later than 
February 15 of each year a legislative budget, 
including a ceiling of expenditure and estimated 





over-all Federal receipts for the next year. It was 
hoped at that time that this provision would solve 
the problem, that it would bring into such strong 
relief the outgo and the income of the Federal 
Government as to retrench the amount of money 
appropriated and bring it into a reasonable re- 
lation with the national income. 


But from the beginning the plan was singularly 
unsuccessful. The requirement that a ceiling of 
expenditure be fixed before hearings could be held 
rendered it wholly impracticable. It was in effect 
a- requirement for a court verdict before witnesses 
could be examined and testimony submitted. On 
the other hand, if deferred until after hearings had 
been completed and bills reported, its application 
came too late to affect the totals. 


Section 138 of the Reorganization Act of 1946 
is now a dead letter. But the need which it sought 
to serve, the problem which gave rise to its en- 
actment are still with us and growing more insist- 
ent with the increasing size and complexity of 
national finance. Some practical method had to be 
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found of presenting in one proposal the entire 
expenditure program for the fiscal year in con- 
nection with an authoritative forecast of the na- 
tional income for that period. 


We believe we have now developed such a 
method. Through a reorganization of its sub- 
committees, restricting each member to one sub- 
committee and each subcommittee to one annual 
supply bill, and through a corresponding read- 
justment of our committee staff and _ reporting 
system, permitting all subcommittees to sit simul- 
taneously, the House Committee on Appropriations 
during the First Session of this Congress reported 
to the House and sent to the Senate for the first 
time in the history of the Congress all annual 
appropriation bills within approximately 10 weeks 
from the beginning of the hearings. This was the 
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first step. We had to wait until its practicability 
could be demonstrated. 


During the present Second Session of the 81st 
Congress the Committee on Appropriations will 
discontinue the practice which has been in effect 
since the earliest days of the Congress of report- 
ing appropriations piecemeal in separate, uncon- 
nected and uncorrelated individual bills, and will 
submit the annual appropriations in one consoli- 
dated omnibus appropriation bill. 


Effect of Consolidated Bill 


The bill will be reported not later than April 15 
of each year. By that time an authoritative fore- 
cast of the national income will be available. The 
prime question before the House when the appro- 
priation bill comes to a vote will be whether to 
hold expenditures within the national income or 
vote to exceed the national income and increase 
the already stupendous national debt. 


In the fierce light of publicity which will be 
concentrated on that final vote there will be no 
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escape from responsibility. A clear unequivocal 
record must be made. And public opinion will do 
the rest. The embodiment of all annual expendi- 
tures in one compact bill, with all duplications 
and conflicts eliminated and with its impact on 
national credit clearly outlined, will serve to off- 
set the pleas of pressure groups and high-powered 
lobbies and should save vast sums of money and 
reduce waste and prodigality to a minimum. 


The advantages of the one-package bill are ob- 
vious. Appropriations will be more carefully 
processed; duplications, overlapping and conflicts 
will be reconciled; legislative items will be elim- 
inated; logrolling will be impracticable as all the 
cards will be on the table at one time and any 
attempted trades will be too apparent to withstand 
the light of publicity; the entire expenditures for 
the year will be submitted in one figure simul- 
taneously with an authoritative estimate of the 
national income; deficit financing will be discour- 
aged, as a last opportunity will be afforded for 
reconsideration in the subcommittees of the entire 
bill with a view of bringing annual expenditures 
within the annual revenues of the government; 
the bill will have been passed and all annual 
appropriations enacted before the end of the fiscal 
year, obviating the need for the usual continuing 
resolutions and permitting adjournment of Con- 
gress much earlier than heretofore. 


How Consolidation Works 


No special enactments or changes in the rules 
are necessary in order to provide for the con- 
solidated budget or its consideration in either 
House. The House Committee on Appropriations 
is authorized to determine, without conference, the 
number and form and jurisdiction of the annual 
appropriation bills. 


For example, at the beginning of the First Ses- 
sion of the 8lst Congress two subcommittees of 
the House Committee on Appropriations had for 
many years been reporting the Military appro- 
priation bill and the Naval appropriation bill 
respectively. Under the authority vested in the 
committee we combined the two subcommittees 
which now report out one bill, the armed-service 
appropriation bill. Likewise at the beginning of 
the last session, we combined the Subcommittee on 
Independent Offices and the Subcommittee on 
Government Corporations. From the consolidation 
of four bills into two bills it is only a step to 
the consolidation of all bills into one general bill. 


The mechanics of drafting the omnibus appropria- 
tion bill will center on an Executive Committee 


within the House Appropriations Committee. The 
Executive Committee, whose five majority and three 
minority members will be rotated each session, will 
receive and hold the reports of the subcommittees 
assigned to particular chapters of the appropriation 
bill. If revision or amendment is deemed warranted, 
the chapter is returned to the subcommittee for fur- 
ther consideration. Each subcommittee report will 
be accompanied by a statement of total expendi- 
tures projected in the Budget for the particular 
chapter, plus an itemized report of any changes 
in the expenditure total that would ensue from sub- 
committee action. When all reports have reached 
the Executive Committee and been approved, all 
chapters and reports will be submitted to the whole 
Appropriations Committee simultaneously, and will 
then be reported to the House in an omnibus 
measure. 


Omnibus Bill No Cure-All 


Of course, the omnibus bill of itself will not 
be a panacea for all of the ills which prompt its 
inauguration. There is no substitute for laborious 
and searching inquiries for analyses and studies, 
by members of the Appropriation Committees of 
the two Houses, or for selfless interest and courage 
exercised by them and other members of the two 
bodies when the bill is before them for considera- 
tion or when legislative bills are under considera- 
tion, whether in committee or on the floor, which 
would impose new and additional drafts upon the 
Federal Treasury. These are requisites to the attain- 
ment of proper and effective congressional budget- 
ing and their importance cannot be too heavily 
stressed. We cannot have economy in government 
under any system without patriotic interest and 
courage on the part of those charged with the 
duties of raising and spending revenue in provid- 
ing for the support of the government. 


In this regard, it is necessary to remember that 
one of the many untoward effects of any war, and 
to an unprecedented degree in the last war, is the 
development in both the legislative and executive 
branches of the government of an expenditure 
complex, a spending psychology. In the stress of 
war and the imminent necessity of providing for 
adequate national defense at all costs, we appro- 
priate and spend with little regard for the sources 
of income or the possibility of securing results at 
less expense. 


Now that the war is over it is difficult to get 
back to normal conditions and the exercise of pru- 
dent economy. It is hard to begin thinking again 
in terms of prewar expenditures and to drop from 
billions down to millions and from millions down 
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to thousands—from. dollars down to pennies. And 
in the present ‘emergency in which we find our- 
selves, with a national debt which approximates 
a very substantial percentage of our national 
wealth, and with increasing budget estimates and 
decreasing revenues, we must begin to count even 
the pennies. Under present circumstances no econ- 
omy is so small as to be disregarded. 


Incentive to Retrenchment 


The consolidated bill considered in juxtaposition 
with the available incomes offers an incentive to 
retrenchment. As a matter of fact, it is the only 
practical method available at this time that offers 
hope for a reduction of appropriations to the 
smallest amounts consistent with sound business 
and good government. 


Attainment of that goa] will not be easy. The 
national defense situation is such as to require 
consideration of major policy matters which must 
be permitted—to some extent at least—to outweigh 
cold budgetary requirements. That is, there must 
be some consideration other than merely the num- 
ber of dollars on hand at the particular time to 
determine the amount of national defense we will 
purchase. On the other hand there is no occasion 
to so close our eyes to budgetary restrictions as 
to purchase national defense on a basis which will 
in a few years result in our having nothing left 
to defend, by reason of having exhausted our 
resources so completely in an all out defense effort 
as to have destroyed our economy. 


Veterans benefits cannot be reduced by the 
Committee on Appropriations materially as such 
benefits are provided by law and whatever amounts 
are due must be paid. If any change is to be made 


in this area it will have to be made by the legis- 
lative committee. 


In the foreign field we have certain commitments 
which must be honored in order to maintain our 
standing among nations. Regardless of how any 
member may feel about the policy or about 
whether we should originally have made commit- 
ments, the fact remains that we are committed and 
whatever the cost, we must pay. Of course the 
Committee will scrutinize such requests carefully 
to be certain no more is provided than is necessary 
to meet obligations incurred and to insure con- 
tinuation of those programs, which have so far 
proven effective in maintaining the peace of the 
world and in preventing the spread of ideologies 
which have for their purpose the destruction of 
democratic principles. 


However, in view of these facts, this is no time 
to talk about new charges against the general 
revenues. Before we embark on new programs we 
must go back and survey the old ones and find 
what we can do about eliminating those which 
have outlived their usefulness and reducing the 
cost of others. Presentation of all proposed expen- 
ditures simultaneously in one bill will contribute 
materially to that end. 


Thus, the initial use of the consolidated appro- 
priation bill procedure during the present Session 
of the 81st Congress will achieve two major ends: 
First, it will provide the Congress with a new 
and much-needed tool to be used in the construc- 
tion of the Federal fiscal structure; and second, it 
will magnify the responsibility of each member 
of the Congress to achieve. the sound national 
economy on which America’s growth must be 


based. 
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